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Abstract: As architects, we are involved in the conception of several ambitious projects for 
Huis Perrekes, an organization that initiated a place where people live with dementia. Our 
submission consists of a specific design approach for the refurbishment of an old villa and 
its garden into a house for residents with dementia. The core idea of the House is to recon-
nect the former villa and its new program to the social network of the village, and society in 
general. This is done by opening up the House and by creating a strong coherence between 
residents, family, people living nearby, artists and organizations. The concept allows several 
interior and exterior spaces to be shared in a significant way in a warm and secure environ-
ment. The principles of normalization of dementia, lived experience and focused care are 
the starting points of the project, which was developed and realized in close collaboration 
with Huis Perrekes, its director and many members of the staff. 
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1. Context 
Huis Perrekes is a small-scale organization, founded on the principle of normalizing demen-
tia and believing that the condition can enrich and intensify inner life. What people with de-
mentia experience contains a most individual inner truth, which unveils a most individual 
experience. Each personal story is unique and invites the other to listen and reflect on one’s 
own desires, fears and mortality. The non-profit organization was founded in 1986 and is 
now running three autonomous homes, each one housing 15 people with dementia. In the 
context of the project we worked on for Huis Perrekes, provision and care are provided to 
the inhabitants in a house, in an ordinary street, in an ordinary village. [Figure 1] The word 
house is therefore consciously used, with the intention to underline the idea that the sur-
rounding environment can have an important influence on its residents. 
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In order to create an architecture and material environment that would complement the 
philosophy of the organization, together with Huis Perrekes, we went through an intense 
collaborative process marked by a strong dialogue. Multiple meetings took place inside the 
existing house on site, and the staff was involved in the decision-making process in order to 
nuance our ideas. To fully grasp the target group, the spatial needs and the role the archi-
tecture would play, a well worked-out booklet on all aspects of dementia was made for us 
by Ester Goris, which was a wonderful introduction for us architects to develop this architec-
ture. Concluding from this process, the aim was to achieve an architecture that would not 
solemnly work well for people with dementia, but would work equally well for you and me. 
We wanted to create a house that on the one hand would correspond to the residents daily 
rhythms, and on the other hand correspond to the surrounding village of Oosterlo. 
2. A House 
To create an environment in which residents with dementia, caretakers, family and inhabit-
ants of the village would find their place, the house is made to contain, hold, support and let 
go. This means that the focus lies on the remaining abilities of residents, and not on what is 
lost or damaged by dementia. The house protects and supports in this sense, it invites resi-
dents to experience their lives as meaningful and to carry out meaningful roles for as long 
as possible. In this lived experience and care, the connection is made with people's previous 
lifestyles. By involving their families in the life of the house, a continuum is created, which, for 
the person with dementia, means home and dignity. 
The attitude of Huis Perrekes is: being absent / being present – to provide space and inde-
pendence where and when possible, but to always be there when support is needed. This 
attitude corresponds to our own design approach. We are fond of the idea that architecture 
does not depart from a sum of different analysis, but rather, and especially in this case, 
from a lived through approach of what a house means and can provide. To make a house 
feel like a house that can provide space, support and independence, is in this project as well 
as other projects an important element.  
The outcome of this shared attitude, is a building that is designed towards the inside and 
the outside, toward private and public space. The project consists of four elements: the exist-
ing villa, the annex, the garden pavilion and the garden-park. The program, both public and pri-
vate, is woven into these elements: a home for 10 short stay, 10 daycare inhabitants and 
their caregivers and many connected functions. On the first level there are several apart-
ments and guestrooms, providing the opportunity for families and regular guests to stay 
close to their relatives. It could also function as a space for artists in residence to live and 
work in the house or its pavilion for a while. 
The outside relation is made to the ordinary village, both in terms of architecture as well as 
in terms of program. The concept here is the ability to connect, to be a mediator in the vil-
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lage and to function as a connecting space between its inhabitants, caregivers, families, rela-
tives and friends. The first step was to open up the garden to the village and transform it 
into a garden-park. [Figure 2-3] 
The garden pavilion, situated in the garden-park, is also part of the concept to connect, con-
ceived as a functional sculpture. It is a characteristic space that functions as an atmospheric 
decor for many occasions: choir repetitions, exhibitions, activities from the village etc. It is an 
active space to meet and participate. Thanks to its folding façade that can be opened during 
warm days, the pavilion has a strong connection to the central garden. [Figure 4-5] 
The circular path in the garden-park ties the different public and private functions together, 
and thus connects the different social groups. Since the garden is made publically accessi-
ble, it is a place where participants, inhabitants, and neighbors can informally meet and 
share. [Figure 6] 
The attention to the interior is as important in this project as the exterior spaces. The villa is 
a former doctor’s cabinet and has been a recognizable and central element in the heart of 
the village for a long period of time. The renovation of the building is therefor done by incor-
porating already existing characteristics of the building that relate to the feeling of an old 
house, and are combined with new homelike elements such as the big wooden kitchen as 
meeting place for residents and caretakers. [Figure 7-8]  
Next to the renovation we focused on interior objects in relation to the daily life of the resi-
dents. A specific example is the creation of the Cradle Bed. We see this bed not solemnly as 
an object, but rather as micro-architecture and as a synthesis of what Huis Perrekes stands 
for: It is a small holding environment that brings comfort and solace. It is low-tech, tactile 
and modest. It is able to create a bond between the one who is being cradled and the one 
who cradles, and it insinuates an action that demands taking time. Taking time has been 
fundamental to us in this project. We took the time in the design process to develop the ar-
chitecture deeply, thoroughly and consciously. There was time for doubt, reflection and for 
questioning. [Figure 9] 
3. Our Architecture Practice 
NU architectuuratelier, founded in 2004, is a working platform for intense architecture and 
experimental development. Our ambition is to question, develop and affirm in close interac-
tion with our clients, matters of space, material, landscape and design to contribute to our 
social and mental environment. Our office pursues tactile and experimental architecture by 
combining both large- and small-size projects in its practice and aspires to turn functional 
expectations into inspirations as well. As architects, we think it is important to both zoom 
out and zoom in on the sites we are working on. We want to be able to both understand so-
cial urban opportunities on a larger scale, as well as the impact of the architectural experi-
ence on a human scale. This approach is clearly visible in the project of Huis Perrekes. With 
the help and collaboration of our client, we were able to include the village of Oosterlo into 
Halewijn Lievens, Freek Dendooven, Marie Bemelmans 
96 
the project and focus on the daily life experience of the residents at the same time. In a 
great variety of realized and approved commissions, our intense approach has resulted in 
specific projects, with significant value and meaning to its users. 
 
Figure 1 The former villa is still a characteristic element in the village. 
 
Figure 2 The former villa and its open park-garden. 
 
 





Figure 3 The situation of the former Villa in the village is beneficial for its new function. The garden and the new 
pavilion in it are easily accessible, not only for residents but also for inhabitants of the village. 
 
Figure 4 The new pavilion located in the opposite end of the garden creates a décor for many occasions: choir 
repetitions, exhibitions, activities from the village etc. It is a space to meet and participate and share. 
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Figure 5 Because of the folding façade that can be opened, the interior space  
of the pavilion can function as ‘a stage in the park’. 
 
Figure 6 shared spaces 




Figure 7 The House tries to connect with people's previous life styles and  
provides a large new kitchen as meeting space between residents and caretakers.  
 
Figure 8 The domestic environment of the former villa and the additional new spaces create a rich set of spaces 
with different characters. 




Figure 9  The Cradling Bed is made to protect and support. The high, wooden rim of the bed  
gives a warm holding and secure feeling, next to that it also protects users from falling out. 
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